Concepts in Adrenal Fatigue
(Introduction to me: Acupuncturist, herbalist, specialist in Endocrinology and Functional Medicine. Applied nutrition in the tx of chronic imbalance and disease. Food as medicine model.)

First is to define our topic more clearly. 
A) What exactly are the Adrenal glands and why are they important in relation to fatigue? 

The Adrenal glands are two triangular shaped glands which attach above the kidneys. “Ad” means above and “renal” refers to the Kidneys. Like all of the glands in the endocrine system, the adrenals produce hormones. The adrenals are broken into two primary “factories” for hormone production—the cortex, which is the outer gland and produces cortisol, aldosterone, DHEA and progesterone. The medulla, which is the inner gland, and produces hormones involved in sympathetic reactions. These are the hormones like adrenaline and epinephrine which drive the “fight or flight” response. The adrenal hormones are essential in the body’s energy production and when those hormones are either overworked or underproduced, fatigue can result.
B) Why haven’t I heard about this from my primary care doctor?

Often the adrenal glands go overlooked by conventional medicine as this paradigm is concerned more with strict disease or pathology. What we will discuss today is a situation of “imbalance” rather than disease. But the adrenals play a big role in the orchestration of hormonal applications which affect our health every day. Examples: 
*For instance, at menopause the ability for the adrenal glands to produce reproductive hormones (as the pituitary-ovarian feedback is now finished) may be the key difference in whether a woman experiences a difficult shift or is relatively symptom-free. 
*The adrenals are also implicated in potassium and sodium balance through the hormone Aldosterone and this controls electrolyte balance. An example of this deficiency is frequent urination and symptoms of dehydration even with ample water intake. 
*Also, Cortisol plays an essential role in blood sugar metabolism and is a major player in the development of type 2 diabetes. It is actually the hormone which is useful in raising blood sugar when the body is in “fight or flight.” But of course, if blood sugar is elevated already from a high sugar diet and cortisol is continuously surging due to stress, not only may a person develop pre-diabetic condition, they will also deplete the adrenal reserve. So you begin to see why integrative Medicine is concerned with assessing this gland—its health can be a hallmark of lasting wellness.
C) So you ask, why do these little glands become fatigued to begin with?

One thing I seek to illustrate is the inseparable nature of blood sugar imbalance and adrenal fatigue. The standard American diet is a set-up for Adrenal fatigue. This is because of the highly-refined, high carbohydrate and transfat recipes we’ve been consuming en masse. In addition, we live in Silicon Valley and there are tremendous demands on work performance and social hierarchy.
*A blood sugar rollercoaster is inherently depleting to the adrenal glands as it requires constant surging of Cortisol to maintain homeostasis. Over time, this surging will result in “maladaptation” in which cortisol no longer can respond appropriately and becomes depleted. This is a very common cause of hypoglycemia and low blood sugar.

Stress: Of course the most famous Adrenal hormone is Adrenaline. Stimulation of this hormone is like being chased by a tiger. This is evolutionarily why the body maintains this stress response, the ability to run from danger. It did not come about so that we could overwork, or drive on freeways at rush hour or live in a high-pressure work climate. The adrenal glands were  meant to be stimulated under ALARM states only, many live here daily now. We stimulate adrenaline by stopping off for our Café Lattes. Then “alarm” becomes chronic and adrenal fatigue is often the result.

A few surprising causes of adrenal fatigue? 
-Low-fat dieting and skipping meals, low blood pressure, diets void of vital salts like potassium, over exercising in anerobic style and under-sleeping. 
D) So how do we evaluate for adrenal deficiencies and fatigue?
Cortisol is secreted in a specific 24 hour pattern. In my office we use a salivary test which allows for collections throughout the day at different times—morning, noon, afternoon and bedtime. If a patient presents with light sleep and insomnia problem, I will often add a midnight sample as well. A very common pattern seen in results is a pattern where the adrenals are exhausted in the morning (when they should be at their max after repairing over night) and then spike at night (when they should be at their low). 
One of the reasons that cortisol spikes at night returns us to the relationship between blood sugar and cortisol. At night cortisol is charged with keeping blood sugar in a homeostatic range, rather than falling when there isn’t food intake to keep the sugars up. Sleeping is a fasting state for the human body. As such, when patients experience constant waking throughout the night and light sleep with tendency to “Busy Mind,” I often see over-active nighttime cortisol as the issue.

E) How does a practitioner respond to this finding?

Though every case is unique, we likely will supplement with something herbally during the day to support an adrenal response, like an herb in the adaptogenic class. These herbs help the adrenals to dampen their stress response, while still stimulating proper hormone production for energy. At night we may add a product like Seriphos, which allows the cortisol surging then to be quieted. The patient will respond by getting better and deeper rest and having renewed vigor during waking hours.

There are few key ways to address this dietarily:
1) An evening snack which is regulating to blood sugar, such as a legume based soup or a plain organic greek yogurt.

2) Avoiding high sugar foods after dinner is helpful so blood sugars do not plummet in the middle of the night and incite a cortisol surge.

3) Eating an adequate “break-fast” as a habit. This will establish a blood sugar foundation for the day which isn’t a rollercoaster and shift the density of caloric intake to the morning when the body is best equipped to digest. To take full advantage, breakfast should include dietary protein. Options in breakfast include:

-Egg based meals

-Cooked cereal (cream of buckwheat is great) with a protein addition (powder or egg)

-Legume based soup, like Split Pea, with avocado

-For patients who don’t have an appetite in the morning, beginning with a protein powder smoothie is also an option. 

**It is essential to avoid caffeinated beverages until AFTER eating breakfast. Otherwise the blood sugars will be very difficult to control all day. Ideally these beverages will have less and less appeal as the Adrenals restore and ultimately there will be no need to stimulate the adrenaline response**
F) I will offer some simple remedies which support the Adrenals and fatigue in general. But I first want to emphasize something I call “deal breakers” in my office. These are issues which must be identified and addressed by a practitioner before the Adrenal glands will be able to properly repair. They include:

- Anemia (due to Kreb’s cycle inability to properly produce ATP). Both Iron xu and B12 xu are common. Often standard blood panels are not adequate to assess for iron or B12 storage. Ferritin must be run. In autoimmune cases, it is very common to have pernicious anemias—such as B12 xu, which underlie this issue. B12 must be taken either sublingually or by injection. 
-Chronic Infection will stimulate an alarm response in the body over time as invaders are fought and the immune system dwindles in its capacity to respond. At a minimum, the WBC count and differential should be explored.

-Parasites or Intestinal Dysbiosis Patients with significant digestive complaints must be assessed for GI disturbances which are driving their fatigue pattern. Nearly 80% of the immune system resides in the gut and chronic infection or imbalance will sharply affect energy levels and immunity.
G) But what if I have some of these problems on top of fatigue? Is my situation hopeless?

Don’t lose hope! Your situation requires concerted and thorough review. It often requires a step by step approach to restoring the adrenals and the entire body. But this doesn’t mean that there aren’t simple things you can do NOW to feel better right away…

H) Here are some simple strategies:

1) ACUPUNCTURE! Chinese medical treatment which redistributes your inherent resources. Affecting a shift from sympathetic dominance (adrenal overdrive) into parasympathetic dominance (dopamine and “feel good” neurotransmitter dominant.) Useful in nearly all circumstances, an acupuncturist responds to the “current snapshot” of a patient based on unique diagnostic tools like the pulse and tongue. 

2) Make sure you have a B-complex appropriate for you! B’s are involved in energy production and also as ingredients for the production of adrenal hormones. Pantothenic Acid, Vit B5, is particularly effective in strengthening endurance and combating fatigue. Try 250 mg a couple times per day. Avoid taking it after 3 pm, when its activating nature could disrupt sleep

3) Make sure you are getting your all from the nutrients you eat! If fatigue after meals is an issue and food gets “stuck” in your system, digestive enzymes may be useful to add to meals. If your fatigue is primarily after carbohydrate based meals, insulin resistence may be an issue. In this case there are multi-vitamins to support blood sugar balance, like GlucoBalance or Glysen.

4) If low blood pressure is an issue and you feel lightheaded as you get up, electrolyte balance is key! Contrary to popular belief, you may require more SALT! Celtic Sea salt and himilayan salts are both excellent mineral rich salts to help raise pressure and combat fatigue. If you urinate frequently at night and have this pattern, make sure you have ample salt in your evening meal. Other great tools to assure electrolyte balance are Coconut Water, “Very Veggie” juice and tomato juices. Figs are an excellent source of POTASSIUM which is what draws fluids into the cells. 
5) For poor concentration or “brain fog”, try L-Carnitine in a dose of 500 mg BID. This is food for your brain! Other brain supports include nourishing fats (the brain is made entirely of fatty tissue and requires this imput!). Omega 3 fats like in raw walnuts and fatty fish are neuroprotective. Saturated fats, like Coconut Oil and Butter, help to lock in Omega 3’s to the brain tissue!
6) Vitamin C, in a dose of 1,000 mg per day, (or more to bowel tolerance). An essential cofactor in the production of adrenal hormones and support to the immune system.
7) Adatogenic herbs and Chinese formulas: Herbal remedies which are prescribed by a licensed herbalist take your individual constitution into mind. Adaptogens are in a class of herbs which, like Acupuncture, can shift a person’s physiology away from Adrenal overdrive (sympathetic dominant). Chinese formulas are classical prescriptions based on thousands of years of clinical trial and are tailor-made to bring about harmony in your specific case.
8) Nourishing REST! Check out a yin-yoga class or meditation. Even simple elevation of your knees in the afternoon for a 30 minute rest (sleep not necessary) can help repair the adrenals and combat fatigue. 

***Prioritizing rest in the same way we prioritize Productivity is an important perspective. The body is meant to operate in balance and fatigue can be a useful sign from the body that it is necessary to slow down! Consider what things you might be able to LET GO OF or activities/commitments which are energy drains which do not replenish you!   
